
J Med Libr Assoc 94(2) April 2006 103

EDITORIAL

So long (and thanks for all the fish)

I ran into Judith Messerle, AHIP,
FMLA, in the lobby of the Chicago
Hilton. ‘‘I’ve applied to be the new
editor of the Bulletin,’’ I said.

She gave me an inquiring look,
as if to say, ‘‘Go on. . . .’’

‘‘I think it’s the right time for me
to take something like this on.’’

It was the spring of 1999. I had
been the director of the Lister Hill
Library for several years and was
starting to feel like I was getting
the hang of it. An announcement
had just recently gone out that the
Medical Library Association (MLA)
was seeking applications for a new
editor for the Bulletin of the Medical
Library Association (BMLA).

‘‘And I’d get to write an editorial
for every issue!’’

Messerle rolled her eyes in mock
(I think) horror. ‘‘Oh, now we’re in
for it,’’ she teased.

Serving as the editor has been re-
warding in very many ways, but I
must confess that writing the edi-
torial for each issue has been my
favorite part. Working against a
deadline (which I was always be-
hind) pushed me in productive
ways. If I got lost in the argument
that I was making, I could not just
abandon it—I had to keep follow-
ing the thread and testing my
ideas. My best editorials always
surprised me and took me places
that I did not expect to go when I
started out. I have become a better
maker of sentences, and I relish
that.

Perhaps more importantly, how-
ever, serving as editor has deep-
ened my commitment to the pro-
fession. Fifteen years ago, I was not
so sure that this library stuff was
right for me. Back then, I had re-
cently been appointed director of
the Medical Center Library at St.
Louis University, following Messer-
le’s departure for Harvard, and I
did not think I was handling it very
well. Even now, I cringe when I
think of some of the bone-headed
things I did. My personal life was
a disaster with my first marriage
crumbling around my ears. I had
not played my guitar in years, and

just not very much in my life felt
good. I was one unhappy boy, and
I fantasized about chucking the
whole thing and going off some-
where to try to be a freelance writer.

A few bits of good luck and some
unexpected turns of events helped
me to refocus and to renew my en-
ergy. By the time I saw that an-
nouncement for a new editor, I was
confident that I was on the right
path. I was excited about the op-
portunities that I saw for librari-
anship. I knew that the BMLA
played a key part in helping us li-
brarians understand and take ad-
vantage of some of those opportu-
nities, and it seemed to me that this
was an area in which I could be of
some help.

I have a much better appreciation
now for the breadth of the profes-
sion and for the range of issues that
many of us struggle with every
day. Again and again, I have been
excited by what I have read in a
new manuscript, written by some-
body I had not heard of before. Ev-
ery issue has been a tremendous
learning experience. The articles in
this issue nicely represent that
range of interests: articles docu-
menting the development of the
MLA Benchmarking Network, in-
vestigations into the information-
seeking behavior of different pop-
ulations, reports from librarians
working in atypical settings, and
more.

Much has changed in the six
years that I have been the editor.
The name has changed, for one
thing—from the BMLA to the Jour-
nal of the Medical Library Association
(JMLA). Most importantly, the
reach of the journal has expanded
greatly, thanks to its appearance on
PubMed Central. As I pointed out
in my editorial last October [1],
each issue now gets tens of thou-
sands of readers, and many of them
are not members of the association.
When I took it on, it was perceived
by many MLA members to be elit-
ist and esoteric, a journal that was
of interest to only a small percent-
age of the members. I have worked

hard not only to make it more
readable, but also to expand its
scope. My rule of thumb has been
that I do not expect that any one
reader will be interested in every
article of every issue, but I strive to
make sure that everyone in MLA
will find at least one article that is
relevant and useful.

Every editor puts his or her own
stamp on the journal. Since July
2005, all new submissions have
been going to the new editor-in-
chief, Nunzia Giuse, AHIP, director
of the Eskind Biomedical Library
(EBL) at Vanderbilt University, and
her team, and, as I write this, their
first issues are beginning to take
shape. Giuse is certainly no strang-
er to the JMLA. She has authored
or coauthored fifteen items for the
JMLA or the BMLA in the last ten
years (and as many more in other
journals), as well as served a stint
on the editorial board. She is well
known for her commitment to in-
tegrating library services into clin-
ical practice and is fiercely dedicat-
ed to the education and training of
librarians who will have the skills
and vision to take full advantage of
the opportunities that changing
technologies present.

Serving as her coeditors are three
talented librarians, each of whom
will bring her own slant and passion
for the profession. Rebecca Jerome,
Nila Sathe, and Taneya Koonce each
have an established track record of
research and publication (and Jerome
and Sathe are also former JMLA ed-
itorial board members).

In their application to the JMLA
Editor Search Committee, the team
wrote:

[W]e advocate libraries’ assumption
of an active leadership role in devel-
oping innovations in the information
purview. As experts in organizing,
locating, and managing information,
libraries should focus on improving
or innovating information access and
processing. We believe that libraries
should not passively wait for future
information innovations but should
actively work towards creating them.
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. . . We will continue previous edi-
tors’ work to channel the journal as a
means to enhance professionalism,
innovation, and leadership in bio-
medical librarianship.

A tremendous amount of inno-
vation is, indeed, going on in our
profession. One of my goals as ed-
itor has been to have the journal
represent as much of that innova-
tion as possible. Among the chal-
lenges that the new editorial team
faces will be to continue to make
the journal itself an innovative and
flexible vehicle for sharing knowl-
edge. Six years ago, the BMLA was
a print-only publication. Now it is
also an open-access electronic jour-
nal and, with the online-only pro-
ceedings of the annual meeting
published with the January issue
and the online-only symposium on
‘‘Mapping the Literature of Nurs-
ing’’ that will accompany this issue,
the association is moving into the
‘‘born-digital’’ realm as well.

My biggest frustration as editor
has been the time-lag between ini-
tial submission of an article and its
publication. One of the impacts of
going open access has been a dra-
matic increase in the number of
submissions. While this is a good
thing in the abstract, it tends to in-
crease the time-lag problem. As
quickly as things move in our
world these days, a delay of nine
months to a year can no longer be
considered acceptable.

Lately, there has been a lot of
chatter in the biblioblogosphere
about ‘‘Library 2.0.’’ I have been
critical of the term, but I strongly
support many of the ideas that
those kicking it around have en-
dorsed. The key notion is that a
new generation of Web-based
tools—including instant messag-
ing, blogs, wikis, and the like—are
transforming the Web into a much
more interactive and participatory
medium. (Some of these ideas are
explored in the article on the Se-
mantic Web by Robu, Robu, and
Thirion in this issue.) Librarians,
the argument goes, need to seize
on these capabilities as well to
transform their relationship with li-
brary users and to make the library

experience a much more interactive
and participatory one. Much of the
Library 2.0 blog chatter exhibits the
breathless excitement of those en-
amored with their wonderful new
toys, but certainly these tools,
along with the transformation of
scholarly publishing into the digi-
tal arena, presents wonderful op-
portunities for collaboration, inno-
vation, and development of new
ways of sharing information. I
would expect that over time, the
JMLA will experiment with all of
these.

While I have been working on
this editorial, I have also been read-
ing Thomas L. Friedman’s book,
The World Is Flat: A Brief History of
the Twenty-First Century [2]. I had
not realized from the buzz that the
book got when it first came out,
how much it focuses on informa-
tion technology issues that are cen-
tral to librarianship. But in his talk
at the Southern Chapter annual
meeting in Puerto Rico last Octo-
ber, Roger Guard strongly recom-
mended that all librarians read this
book. Because Guard is a pretty in-
novative and thoughtful guy him-
self, I take his recommendations se-
riously, and I have to agree. I am
not enthusiastic about Friedman’s
‘‘flat world’’ metaphor, and his
writing style occasionally falls into
the same kind of breathless enthu-
siasm that I find distracting in the
Library 2.0 bloggers, but the issues
he raises are absolutely the issues
that we have to face as we seek to
carve out an effective and exciting
future for librarians in the twenty-
first century.

The JMLA will continue to play
a significant role in that transfor-
mation, but it will also itself be
transformed. Back when I first told
Messerle that I hoped to become
the next editor, hardly anybody
was talking about ‘‘open access.’’
There was very little, if any, discus-
sion of institutional repositories.
The ‘‘big deal’’ had yet to be in-
vented. Academic libraries held
very few licenses to e-journals, and
hospital libraries had virtually
none. It would be easy to extend
the list. It would have been impos-

sible to have predicted all that has
happened. Similarly, it is impossi-
ble to predict the next five or six
years or to imagine how the trans-
formations will play out. We can,
however, be quite sure that it will
be an exciting ride.

One final thought. Over the
years, I have been deeply gratified
but also slightly puzzled when
someone has come up to me and
complimented me on ‘‘doing such
a good job’’ with the journal. I am
never quite sure what they mean. It
is a good thing, certainly, if readers
believe that the quality of the pub-
lication continues to improve, but I
am afraid their congratulations are
somewhat misplaced. Ultimately,
the credit belongs with the authors,
of course. They are the ones who
find the time to do the work, to
write the papers, to put up with
my suggestions and questions, and
to share what they have learned
with their colleagues. If it weren’t
for the manuscripts that arrived
unbidden, week after week, there
would not have been a damn thing
that I could do to protect the stat-
ure that the JMLA has earned over
the past century.

Credit, as well, goes to the mem-
bers of the editorial board—the
peer reviewers who put in count-
less hours reading and rereading
manuscripts and then writing re-
views and making recommenda-
tions, always with the intention of
helping an author make a great pa-
per even better or make a marginal
paper a success. Similarly, the as-
sociate editors, volunteers all, have
been passionately determined to
make their sections shine.

Behind it all, there is the MLA
headquarters staff. I can never fully
express my gratitude to Susan Tal-
mage, the editorial assistant, who
ensures that every issue is edited
consistently and to the highest pro-
fessional standards, and to Lynan-
ne Feilen, MLA’s director of publi-
cations, who, among many other
things, deserves the lion’s share of
the credit for getting the journal up
on PubMed Central.

I have had a great time. I have
had the great pleasure of working
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closely with many of the best
among us, and I have had a front
row seat from which to witness the
fascinating evolution of this profes-
sion that I have come to love so
much. To the MLA membership,
who have entrusted me with your
journal, I can only say thank you.

There. I’m done.

T. Scott Plutchak Editor
tscott@uab.edu
University of Alabama at
Birmingham
Birmingham, Alabama
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